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WHO definition of child abuse 1999

Child abuse or maltreatment constitutes all 
forms of physical and/or emotional ill-
treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent 
treatment or commercial or other 
exploitation, resulting in actual or potential 
harm to the child’s health, survival, 
development or dignity in the context of a 
relationship of responsibility, trust or power. 







Life-threatening child abuse

          

• In most countries there are minimal 

resources, legislation or procedures for child 

protection



WHO recommendations

• Worldwide data collection on abuse

• Sharing of interventions

• Sharing of best practices for prevention

• Development of national programmes of social 

support for the child and family





Street children without homes: a 

growing urban tragedy

• Many millions world-wide

• Aged 7-15 years

• Live/sleep without homes wherever shelter

• Scavenge/steal/beg/work/drugs/prostitution

• Many outcast from families where abused

• Particularly C S America, E Europe, Africa, 

Indian Subcontinent





Street children

• “They think every child who lives or makes a 

living in the streets is a bad child”

• “I wish that our community and government 

would love us and guide us and not be ashamed of 

us” [street children in the Philippines] 

• “I have been a street girl since my father made a 

‘woman’ of me. I carry on in the world but I am 

really dead” (17-year-old girl). 







New Classification of Abuse
Abuse (severe) 

  active ill treatment

   mild ill treatment

    neglect

Personal Societal

responsibility and cultural



Abuse undertaken for gain

• Most serious involving great suffering

• Perpetrator usually suffering psychopathic 

personality disorder

• Immune/insensitive to suffering of others

• May enjoy inflicting emotional or physical 

pain

• Are NOT mentally ill





Abuse undertaken for gain

• Aware that what they are doing is wrong

• Aim to avoid detection by elaborate and 

plausible lies

• Characteristically weave objects of truth 

into a latticework of deceit

• “Working together” with such parents does 

not work



Abuse for gain – Perpetrators

• Are gaining somehow 

• Are insensitive to suffering

• Need to dominate and control

• Place own needs first

• Are aware of their actions

• Deceive, manipulate and intimidate

• Are plausible

• Come from all walks of life



Abuse undertaken for gain

• Kind of abuse includes 

– deliberate burns eg cigarettes or multiple 

fractures

–  ritual punishments (eg regular and savage 

beatings usually with implements)

–  deliberate starvation as distinct from neglect as 

in fabrication/inducement of illness

– sexual abuse/exploitation

– armed conflict



Abuse undertaken for gain

• Kind of abuse includes 

– sexual abuse/exploitation









Abuse for gain: Management

• Primary focus is child protection



Abuse for gain: Management

• Working Together with parents only when safe 

to do so

• Need teams better able to deal with violence, 

intimidation, deception

• Need forensic approach

• Is the priority for funding in child protection



Abuse undertaken for gain

• Effective systems and procedures funded to 
protect children must be available within 
the legislation of the country concerned

• Child protection division of the police 
should probably be lead agency not 
social/welfare services



Why police not social services?

• Perpetrators are dangerous and appropriately 

frighten local social workers, health visitors, 

doctors and teachers who need to be involved 

BUT ALSO protected

• Perpetrators are experts at deception and 

personnel from police should be trained and 

have systems to recognise this

• Police officers are more willing to accept the 

degree of depravity involved



Special Interagency Task Force for 

Criminal Abuse

Referrals from social service 

strategy meetings

Expertise from
– Police
– Social services
– Health
– Education
– Psychology 
– Law



Ill treatment resulting from stress

• Involves excessive violence, physical or 

mental

• Unhappy, depressed, dependant on drugs or 

alcohol, unsupported, inadequately parented 

in their own childhood

• After ill treatment parent distressed.  They 

do love and care for their child



Ill treatment resulting from stress

• Need professional support not punitive 

legislation

• Appropriately led by Local Social 

Services/Welfare Departments



Ill treatment from human 

weakness

• Ranges from smacks to derogatory remarks

• Best addressed through education, religious 

or other community initiatives

• May be a major problem for a vulnerable 

child



NEGLECT

Occurs in all 3 categories 

• Includes unethical 

inequalities in 

healthcare



NEGLECT

• Includes inappropriate 

procedures in hospitals





NEGLECT

A common cause of 

failure to thrive /severe 

malnutrition

Neglect by society





The stakes are high.  It is not just the health 

and well-being of children as they grow up 

into adults but more than this, the future of 

the society which the children will construct 

out of their childhood experiences. 

(Hobbs, Hanks & Wynne, 1993)
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